“The more that you read, the more things you will know. The more that you learn, the more places you'll go.”  Dr. Seuss 


Have you ever met someone who’s never learned to read? While there aren’t many who are completely illiterate, there are far too many who just can’t read very well. If they want to know the latest news, they turn on the TV. They virtually live in a book-free zone. They represent a disturbing new trend: the large group of Americans who are a-literates. These are people who know how to read, yet prefer not to. In grocery stores, products now feature colors, shapes, and icons instead of words. The same with video games for kids. Recently, the new Harry Potter movie, The Deathly Hallows opened in theaters. In a few weeks in December, C. S. Lewis' classic tale, The Voyage of the Dawn Treader will come to the big screen. Sadly, many will watch these movies who have never read the books. Many of them would be surprised that they were books long before they were ever movies.


A little more than a decade ago more than half of all Americans read at least thirty minutes every day. Today that number has dropped to nearly 40%. Even those who read on the Internet are mainly scanning for information; they do not really comprehend what they're reading.


This is a major problem and is very bad news for Christianity. In his book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, TV critic Neil Postman says the printed word demands thoughtful analysis, sustained attention, and active imagination. That’s not the case with television, video games, and webzines. They encourage a short attention span, disjointed thinking, and purely emotional responses – which shapes the way people think.


How does this affect Christianity? Most religions teach that the way to contact the divine is through mystical visions, emotional experiences, and practices like Eastern-style meditation. Judaism and Christianity, however, stand alone in their insistence on the primacy of language. And even in the Church, you will find that most of the fastest growing churches are emotional and experiential, rather than intellectual and cerebral. 


The God we worship is a God known principally through His Word. It’s one of the compelling reasons for education, the rigorous training of the mind. It’s so that a person can read the Bible with comprehension and understanding. This sounds almost too obvious to be useful or compelling. Sadly, that’s because we take the preciousness of reading for granted. Add to that, we appreciate so little the kind of thinking that many of the complex passages in Scripture require. 


Historically, the reason Christians have planted schools where they have planted churches is because we are a people of the Book. The Book will never have its proper effect without prayer and the Holy Spirit. Nor is it a textbook to be dissected or debated. It’s a fountain for spiritual thirst and food for the soul. It’s a revelation of God, a living power, and a two-edged sword. But none of this changes the fact that apart from the discipline of reading, the Bible is as powerless as paper. Someone might have to read it for you; but without reading, the meaning and the power of it are locked up.


Read the New Testament? It’s remarkable how often Jesus settled great issues with a reference to reading. For example, in the issue of the Sabbath he said, “Haven’t you read what David did?” (Matt. 12:3). In the issue of divorce and remarriage He said, “Haven’t you read that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female’?” (Matt. 19:4). Jesus often turned His listeners  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1to the written Word.  The Apostle Paul also gave reading a great place in the life of the church. He wrote to the Corinthians, “For we do not write you anything you cannot read or understand...”(2 Cor. 1:13). To the Ephesians he said, “that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly”(Eph. 3:3). Reading the letters of Paul was so important that he commands it with an oath: “I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers” (1 Thes. 5:27).


This is why missionaries spent decades learning and translating native languages, equipping people of all groups to read God's Word. Today the Church is in danger of coming full circle. The new visual media created by modern technology is undermining literacy, thus leading us back to an image-based culture. And we are at risk of losing our cultural heritage – including the ability to read and understand the Scriptures. 


The ability to read does not come intuitively. It must be taught. And learning to read with understanding is a life-long labor. The implications for Christians are immense. Education of the mind in the rigorous discipline of thoughtful reading is a primary goal of discipleship. The Church is debilitated when believers are lulled into thinking that it is humble or democratic or relevant to give a merely practical education that does not involve the rigorous training of the mind to think hard and to dissect meaning from difficult texts.


We can fight this trend by making sure we make time to read ourselves and by insisting that our children turn off the TV, the computer, the cell phone, the Ipod, the video gaming station and read...not just the Bible, but good books. The issue of earning a living is not nearly so important as whether the next generation has direct access to the meaning of the Word of God. We need an education that puts the highest premium under God on knowing the meaning of God's Book, and growing in the abilities that will unlock its riches for a lifetime. It would be better to starve for lack of food than to fail to grasp the meaning of God’s Word. 


Over the next few weeks we’ll be taking orders again for the One Year Bible. If you’ve never read the Bible from cover to cover, why not determine to do so this year? And if you do read Scripture regularly, before the end of the year choose some books that have some theological depth to read during the coming year to stretch your heart and your soul. If you need some suggestions, let me know. I’ll be glad to steer you in the right direction.
